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A note on lapis philosophicus, 
lapis philosophorum, 
and some other medieval names 
of the philosophers’ stone
The first occurrences of philosophres ston registered in the Middle English Dictionary 
are from non-technical poems of the end of the fourteenth century: the Confessio Amantis 
refers to “the parfit Elixir Of thilke philosophres Ston,” and the Canon’s Yeoman like­
wise refers to the goal of alchemy in the words “The philosophres stoon, Elixir clept, we 
sechen.” 1 The fact that Gower and Chaucer evidently expected their readers to under­
stand the term although there is no earlier evidence of its circulation in English suggests 
very strongly that those readers would have encountered it in another language: in this 
case evidently Latin. In accordance with its usual policy, MED had little to say about the 
etymology of the English lexical item: it noted that philosophre is “From OF filosofe & 
L philosophusf but gave no indication that philosophres ston translated a Latin lexical 
item. Although there have been a number of discussions of Chaucer’s alchemical know­
ledge, these do not appear to ask where in post-classical Latin the etymon of philosophres 
ston is first attested.
The object o f this note is to explore some answers to that question. Their formula­
tion began with consultancy work for the third edition of the Oxford English Dictionary, 
generated in the course of the revision of the entry philosophers' stone.2 This was origi­
nally published in fascicle Ph-Piper of the first edition of OED, which appeared under 
the editorship of James Murray in June 1906. This offers a short etymology, “tr. med.L. 
lapis philosophorum , the stone of the philosophers (see p h i l o s o p h e r  2), also lapis philo­
sophions; -ica lisf supported by a long note at the end of the entry, as follows:
Lapis philosophorum  occurs in works attributed to Raymund Lully (1234-1315), 
and in those of Amoldus de Villa Nova (1240-1314). Probably it was used earlier; it 
appears in various mediaeval works of uncertain age or doubtful authenticity; e.g. in 
the Clavis Majoris Sapientiœ attributed to Artefius or Artesius, whose date has been 
put by some c l 130. In some of these also we find lapis philosophicus, I philosophi­
c a l .  But the earlier works (e.g. the mediaeval Latin De Investigatione Perfecti Magis-
1 MED s.v. philosophre sense c.
2 I am grateful to Samantha Schad, Senior Assistant Editor (Etymology), of the Oxford English 
Dictionary, for commissioning the original research from me, and to her and John Simpson, Chief 
Editor of the dictionary, for encouraging me to publish it in this form.
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terii), passing as translated from Geber (Abu Musa Ja’far al-Sufi), usually refer to it 
simply as Lapis “the Stone,” or noster lapis “our stone.” Albertus Magnus (1205-82), 
who doubted the transmutation of metals, refers to it as lapis quern philosophi laudani 
ubique, “the stone which the philosophers everywhere laud,” and lapis quern honorant 
philosophi. It is thus possible that philosophorum  originated later, as an identifying 
adjunct to lapis, as if “the Stone, of which all the philosophers speak,” “the Stone of 
the philosophers,” and that the descriptive phrase grew at length into a specific name 
or title.3
Although, in the words of the historian of alchemy Robert Halleux, “L’érudition contem­
poraine n’a pas touché au langage de l ’alchimie,” twentieth-century advances in learning 
have made it possible to discard much of what is said here, and to recontextualize the 
remainder.4
First of all, the sources which Murray cites raise predictable questions of date and 
authenticity. In 1906, the great majority of alchemical texts were most readily available 
in big early modem collections, notably the Theatrum chemicum published by Lazarus 
Zetzner of Strasburg in three volumes in 1602 and subsequently augmented and reprinted, 
and the two-volume Bibliotheca chemica curiosa edited by Jean-Jacques Manget in 
1702.5 These are still indispensable, but they are not works of critical scholarship: they 
gather a great many texts, but often from late and textually unsatisfactory manuscripts 
copied in a tradition of the pseudepigraphic attribution of sources. So, for instance, the 
claim that lapis philosophorum appears in “works attributed to Raymund Lully (1234- 
1315)” is true, but not helpful for dating purposes, since although well over a hundred 
alchemical works were attributed to Lull in and after the Middle Ages, none of them is 
authentic or even contemporaneous with him, and indeed none is preserved in manu­
scripts older than the fifteenth century.6 The authenticity of the smaller but still extensive 
alchemical corpus associated with the Catalan medical and theological writer Amau de 
Vilanova has also been denied by good authorities, though this is a more controversial
3 OEDl s.v. philosophers’ stone; the final sentence of Murray’s note, “It will be seen that the 
correct form is not philosopher’s, but philosophers’ stone” is interesting but not relevant to the 
following argument.
4 Robert Halleux, Les textes alchimiques, Typologie des sources du moyen âge occidental, 
fase. 32 (Tumhout: Brepols, 1979), 111.
5 Theatrum chemicum, praecipuos selectorum auctorum tractatus de chemiae et lapidis philo- 
sophici antiquitate, veritate, iure, praestantia & operationibus, continens, 4 vols. (Ursel: Ex officina 
Comelij Sutorij, sumtibus Lazari Zetzneri, 1602); third edition, 6 vols (Strasburg, sumptibus 
Heredum Eberh[ardi] Zetzneri, 1659-1661); J. J. Manget, ed., Bibliotheca chemica curiosa, seu 
rerum ad alchemiam pertinentium thesaurus ... quo non tantum artis auriferae ... historia traditur... 
verum etiam tractatus omnes virorum celebriorum, qui ...d e  chrysopoea scripserunt... exhibentur 
(Geneva: sumpt[ibus] Chouet [et al.], 1702). For these and other printed collections, see Halleux, 
Textes alchimiques, 91-96 and Carlos Gilly, “Sulla genesi del Theatrum chemicum di L. Zetzner a 
Strasburgo” / “On the genesis of L. Zetzner’s Theatrum chemicum in Strasbourg”, in Carlos Gilly 
and Cis van Heertum, eds., Magia, alchimia, scienza dal ‘400 al ‘700: L ’influsso di Ermete Tris- 
megisto / Magic, alchemy and science 15th-18th centuries: the influence o f Hermes Trismegistus 
(Florence: Centro Di, 2002), 1: 417-67 (Italian and English versions, the former being slightly 
fuller).
6 Michela Pereira, The alchemical corpus attributed to Raymond Lull, Warburg Institute 
Surveys and Texts XVIII (London: The Warburg Institute, 1989), 1 and 22.
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question.7 So, although the OED note gives the usage of Lull and Amau as evidence for 
the occurrence of lapis philosophorum  by 1315, the year by the end of which both men 
were dead, this evidence is insufficient. As for Artephius (otherwise Artesius, Artefius), 
the caution which Murray felt in assigning a date to any work ascribed to him was well- 
founded. The name is legendary; the date circa 1130 which Murray had encountered may 
have been a consequence of its identification with “the Arabic poet and alchemist of the 
xith-xnth century, at-Toghrâ’î,” whose death has been put at 1128, but that identification 
has long been rejected.8 Although the Clavis maioris sapientiae ascribed to Artephius 
does appear to be early (a version of the work was apparently known to Roger Bacon 
in the thirteenth century), it does not, at least in the text given by Manget, come closer 
to using the phrase lapis philosophorum  than in a reference to hoc [but not hoc lapis] ... 
quod quaesierunt Philosophi.9 The Liber secretus also attributed to Artephius does refer 
to the lapis philosophorum: gold and silver, it announces, can be transformed in lapidem 
perfectum philosophorum .10 Its date, however, is far from certain.
Murray’s note does not, therefore, give good evidence for determining a terminus a 
quo for the use of lapis philosophorum. It does suggest that early alchemical texts in 
Latin might refer to the philosophers’ stone simply as lapis or noster lapis, and the first 
part o f this claim can be confirmed by turning to some of those early texts. One of these, 
a translation from the Arabic sometimes called the Liber Morieni or the Liber de compo­
s to n e  alchemiae, purports to be the work of Robert of Chester, completed in 1144. The 
attribution has been challenged, as has the date, but the work is extant in manuscripts 
of the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century, so it is clearly one of the earlier Latin 
alchemical texts.11 The version transmitted in these manuscripts does indeed use lapis
7 Pereira sketches the controversy in Alchemical corpus, 4 n 22 and treats it in detail in 
“Arnaldo da Villanova e l’alchimia: un’indagine preliminare,” in Josep Perarnau, ed., Actes de la 
I  trobada internacional d ’estudis sobre Amau de Vilanova (Barcelona: Institut d’Estudis Catalans, 
1995), 2: 95-174, listing the works in question, 135-49; for a statement of the strong sceptical posi­
tion, see Juan Antonio Paniagua, “En tomo a la problemática del corpus científico amaldiano,” 
ed. cit., 2: 9-22 at 19 and 22.
8 G. Levi della Vida, “Something more about Artefius and his Clavis Sapientiae,” Speculum 
13. 1 (1938), 80-85 at 80 n 6; see also H. D. Austin, “Artephius-Orpheus,” Speculum 12. 2 (1937), 
251-254. For the date 1128, see e.g. Lynn Thorndike, History o f magic and experimental science, 
vol. 2 (New York: Macmillan, 1923), 354.
9 “Clavis maioris sapientiae” in Manget, Bibliotheca, 1: 503-9 at 509 col. 2; for the Clavis as 
known to Roger Bacon, see William R. Newman, ed., The summa perfections o f pseudo-Geber: a 
critical edition, translation, and study (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991) 42 n 22.
10 Liber secretus, inc. “Antimonium est de partibus saturni,” reprinted from the Theatrum 
chemicum in William Salmon, Medicina practica, or, Practical physick ...to  which is added, the 
philosophick works o f Hermes Trismegistus, Kalid Persicus, Geber Arabs, Artesius Longaevus, 
Nicholas Flammei, Roger Bachon and George Ripley (London: for T. Howkins et al., 1692) 433 bis 
(i.e. sig. Fflr)-520 at 453 bis (i.e. sig. Gg3r).
11 Lee Stavenhagen, ed., A testament o f alchemy: being the revelations o f Morienus, ancient 
adept and hermit o f Jerusalem, to Khalid ibn Yazid ibn Mu'awiyya, king o f the Arabs (Hanover, NH: 
University Press of New England for Brandéis University Press, 1974), 5 Iff; the earliest manuscripts 
reported in this edition are Glasgow, Glasgow University Library, MS Hunter 253 and Paris, Biblio­
thèque Nationale, MS lat 7156, both dated by Stavenhagen to the 13th cent, but in Newman, ed., 
Summa perfections, 228 and 247 to the 13th-14th. Cf the criticisms of Stavenhagen’s edition by 
Halleux, Textes alchimiques, 71, 97; for the identity of Robert of Chester, see Charles Burnett, 
“Ketton, Robert of (fi. 1141-1157); including Robert of Chester (fi. 1144-1150)”, in Oxford DNB.
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but not lapis philosophorum: the sage Morienus explains, for instance, that tactus huius 
lapidis est tactus mollis, and that in hoc lapide sunt .iiii. elem enta.12 A revised and 
abridged version extant in later manuscripts begins O Moriene, manifesta michi magis- 
terium lapidis philosophorum, showing the later medieval currency of lapis philoso­
phorum. 13 The early version does itself use the designation philosophorum , but not with 
reference to the lapis: in one process, the alchemist is instructed construe ... fom acem  
philosophorum in quo ignis philosophorum accendatur.14 There is likewise a reference 
to philosophorum acetum in two versions of a text datable on internal evidence to the mid­
thirteenth century.15 Forms such as these, and the use of philosophi to mean “alchemists” 
in the Clavis maioris sapientiae, go back to the use by writers in Greek of (piXôaocpoç 
“philosopher” with special reference to alchemical practitioners; this was widespread 
from late antiquity onwards.16 Alchemical specialties could, then, be labelled as philoso­
phorum in early texts, and they continued to be so labelled: hence, for instance, the title of 
the fourteenth-century Rosarius philosophorum  attributed to Amau de Vilanova and the 
requirement in that work that a process take place per mensem philosophorum idest per  
.XL. dies, and hence also the reference to mercurius philosophorum  in another text extant 
in a fourteenth-century manuscript.17 The speculation towards the end of Murray’s note, 
that lapis philosophorum might have developed from forms like lapis quern honorant 
philosophi “the stone of which the philosophers speak,” is therefore not called for by the 
evidence.
Another text for which there are thirteenth-century manuscripts, the immensely influ­
ential Latin version by Philippus Tripolitanus of the pseudo-Aristotelian Secretum secre- 
torum, datable on internal evidence to the 1240s, has the instruction Accipe ergo lapidem  
animalem, vegetabilem , et mineralem, qui non est lapis, nec habet naturam lap id is .18 The 
passage which includes these words was, as Robert Steele points out in his edition of the
12 Stavenhagen, ed., Testament o f alchemy, 22 and 28.
13 Stavenhagen, ed., Testament o f alchemy, 71 cites Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Ashmole 
1450 and four other manuscripts which he dates to the fifteenth century; earlier than these is the 
fourteenth-century alchemical compendium Palermo, Bibliotheca Communale, MS 4.Qq.A.10, 
identified as containing this text in L.Thorndike and Pearl Kibre, A catalogue o f incipits o f medi­
eval scientific writings in Latin, rev. and augmented ed. (Cambridge, MA: Medieval Academy of 
America, 1963), col. 882.
14 Stavenhagen, ed., Testament o f alchemy, 40.
15 Newman, ed., Summa perfections, 66, quoting Paul of Tarento, Theorica et practica, and 
idem, De investigatione perfections.
16 See e.g. Zosimos of Panopolis, “On the letter omega”, in Michèle Mertens, ed., Les 
alchimistes grecs 4.1: Zosime de Panopolis, mémoires authentiques (Paris: Les belles lettres, 1995), 
1-10 at 2 line 26, and Mertens’s note ad loc., ed. cit. 67.
17 Rosarius philosophorum quoted Giuliana Camilli, “Il Rosarius philosophorum attribuito 
da Arnaldo da Villanova nella tradizione alchemica del trecento,” in Perarnau, ed., Actes de la I  
trobada internacional d ’estudis sobre Amau de Vilanova, 2: 175-208 at 202; for mercurius philoso­
phorum, see Thorndike and Kibre, Catalogue o f incipits, col. 1389, inc. “Scias quod mercurius 
philosophorum,” citing London, Royal College of Physicians Library, MS 33, and dating it to the 
14th century.
18 Robert Steele, ed., Opera hactenus inediti Rogeri Baconi fase. 5: Secretum secretorum cum 
glossis etnotulis (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1920), 114. For the manuscripts, see Charles B. Schmitt 
and Dilwyn Knox, Pseudo-Aristoteles latinus: a guide to Latin works falsely attributed to Aristotle 
before 1500, Warburg Institute Surveys and Texts XII (London: Warburg Institute, 1985), 54-75.
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Secretum with the annotations of Roger Bacon, “one of the most important pronounce­
ments o f theoretical alchemy,” and was much quoted.19 Bacon’s annotation ad loc., 
part o f a project datable on internal evidence to the period C.1270-C.1292, includes the 
remark Lapis igitur sumitur primo methaphorice pro omni eo super quo incipit operado  
alkim ie.20 Neither the Secretum nor Bacon, then, uses the form lapis philosophorum, but 
a few lines later, the Secretum gives the stone a striking name: Et ego nominato ipsum 
nomine suo quo nominai ipsum vulgus, scilicet, terminus ovi, hoc est dicere, ovum philo­
sophorum. This is, according to Steele’s edition, a very close translation of the Arabic 
original.21 From the Latin Secretum, the phrases lapis ... qui non est lapis and ovum 
philosophorum  entered late Middle English: a translation of circa 1450 has “the stone 
animal, vegetable, and mynerall, the which is no stone, neither hath the nature of a stone 
... Y wolle name hym by his propre name, as ¡)e comone peple calleth it, that is to sey, the 
terme o f an egge, that is to sey, the philosophers egge.” 22 They were naturally also used 
in other Latin texts: some late instances of lapis ... qui non est lapis will be mentioned 
below, and the use of ovum as a term of art is discussed in an interpolated passage in a 
fifteenth-century manuscript o f the De occultis naturae attributed to Albertus Magnus, 
which explains that istud ovum quod nominaverunt sapientes ovum non est ovum avis nec 
generatur ex gallina sed est ovum sapientum quod assimulaverunt ob albedinem suam 
albedini ovi. 23
Also translated from Arabic is a fourth alchemical text for which there is at least one 
thirteenth-century manuscript, the Turba philosophorum, so called because it is set out 
as a dialogue between a number of ancient philosophers. This echoes the particular form 
of words and the general obscurity of the Secretum secretorum in its reference to res ... 
quae ubique invenitur, quae lapis est et non lapis, vilis et pretiosa.24 Yet another early 
translation from Arabic, a version of Rasis De aluminibus et salibus —  preserved in a 
manuscript o f the thirteenth or fourteenth century but certainly circulating in the thir­
teenth and probably originating in the twelfth, since it is ascribed to the translator Gerard 
of Cremona (d 1187) -  refers in a similar vein to lapis quorundam abjectus, projectus in 
foris et stercoribus et balneis. 25
19 Steele, ed., Secretum secretorum, xlvii-xlviii.
20 Steele, ed., Secretum secretorum, 117 n 5. For the date of Bacon’s work, see Steven J. 
Williams, “Roger Bacon and his edition of the pseudo-Aristotelian Secretum secretorum,” Speculum 
69:1 (1994), 57-73.
21 Steele, ed., Secretum secretorum, 115, 261.
22 M. A. Manzalaoui, ed., Secretum secretorum: nine English versions, EETS os 276 (Oxford: 
Early English Text Society, 1977), 65; cf. Thomas Moffett, The silkewormes and their flies (London: 
Vfalentine] S[immes] for Nicholas Ling, 1599), 44.
23 P. Kibre, ed., “Albertus Magnus, De Occultis Nature,” Osiris 13 (1958), 157-183 at 172, 
editing Vatican City, Bibliotheca Vaticana, MS Pal. 1330 (dated 1463, art. cit. 158).
24 Julius Ruska, ed., Turba philosophorum: ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der Alchemie (Berlin: 
Julius Springer, 1931), 122; for the manuscripts, see ibid., 7 Iff, citing Berlin, Preussische Staatsbib­
liothek, MS Qu 584 (“mit Sicherheit in die 2. Hälfte des xm. Jahrhunderts zu setzen”), and Glasgow, 
Glasgow University Library, MS Hunter 253.
25 R. Steele, ed., “Practical chemistry in the twelfth century: Rasis de aluminibus et salibus,” 
Isis 12:1 (1929), 10-46 at 20; for the date of the earliest manuscript, Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de 
France, MS lat. 6514, see Thorndike and Kibre, Catalogue ofincipits, col. 1388.
3 0 0 JOHN CONSIDINE
A sixth Latin alchemical text at last gives the form lapis philosophorum. This is the 
Summa perfectionis once supposed to have been translated from the work of a (perhaps 
mythical) Islamic alchemist called Jäbir ibn Hayyän, known in Latin as Geber, but in fact 
an original composition in Latin by the Franciscan friar Paul of Taranto.26 It is extant 
in several manuscripts of the late thirteenth or fourteenth century, and was written close 
to the time of these witnesses: “we know with certainty that it was written either in the 
final third of the thirteenth century or at the very beginning of the fourteenth.” 27 It is 
to be distinguished from the pseudo-Geberian De investigatione perfectionis to which 
Murray’s note refers; this latter is a later work, which refers to the Summa perfectionis and 
is known only from manuscripts of circa 1400 and later.28 The form lapis philosophorum  
only occurs in it at one point: Alii quidem ex argento vivo, alii autem ex sulphuri et huic 
affini, lapidem philosophorum perquirí asserunt necesse esse .29 Inspecting Newman’s 
collation complicates this story slightly. The manuscript on which he based his text, 
which belongs to the thirteenth or early fourteenth century, has lapidem philosophorum , 
as does a fourteenth-century manuscript closely related to it .30 Six others, however, have 
lapidem philosophicum or a similar form, and one of these has been dated to the second 
half of the thirteenth century, while two others may belong either to the thirteenth or the 
fourteenth centuries.31 This suggests the near-simultaneous emergence of lapis philoso­
phorum  and lapis philosophicum; one explanation of this would be that lapis philoso­
phorum  came first on the model of ovum philosophorum , but that scribes unfamiliar with 
phrases in philosophorum preferred to use the relatively familiar adjective philosophicus. 
Although the Latin of the Summa perfectionis is certainly influenced by that of earlier 
Latin translations from the Arabic, it is striking that these translations appear not to have 
lapis philosophorum; the phrase may therefore originate in Latin, and perhaps even in the 
usage of the Summa. As “perhaps the most important ‘text-book’ o f alchemy in the late 
medieval West,” its language was doubtless influential.32 The Summa perfectionis does 
also use both lapis and lapis noster, though neither is of frequent occurrence. So, one of 
its concluding chapters states that totius operis intentionis summa non est nisi ut sumatur 
lapis in capitulis notus, and an earlier passage suggests that the lapis is in effect alchemi- 
cally refined mercury: Non e s t ... illa materia [sc. medicina] argentum vivum in natura 
sua, nec in tota sui substantia, sed fuit pars illius. Non est autem nunc lapis noster, sed  
cum factus, est pars eius. 33
This suggests that Murray’s chronological outline was more or less right, although 
it was founded on problematic evidence; texts belonging perhaps to the twelfth and 
certainly to the mid-thirteenth century have lapis; lapis philosophorum  and lapis philo­
sophicus belong, like lapis noster, to the early fourteenth century at the latest, but very
26 Newman, ed., Summa perfectionis, 57-108.
27 Newman, ed. Summa perfectionis, 208.
28 Newman, ed., Summa perfectionis, 72-76.
29 Newman, ed., Summa perfectionis, 297.
30 They are Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS lat 6514 and Palermo, Biblioteca 
Communale, MS 4.Qq.A.10 respectively.
31 The early manuscripts are London, Royal College of Physicians, MS 354 (late 13th cent.) and 
Glasgow, Glasgow University Library, MS Hunter 253 and Florence, Biblioteca Riccardiana, MS 
933 (13th-14th cent.), dated Newman, ed., Summa perfectionis, 245-8.
32 Newman, ed., Summa perfectionis, 57.
33 Newman, ed., Summa perfectionis, 628, 355.
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possibly to the thirteenth. The relative frequency of these forms in the later Middle Ages 
can be very approximately determined. The entry for lapis in the Dictionary of medi­
eval Latin from British sources has as its sense 15a “philosopher’s stone,” illustrated with 
seven main quotations, and these are suggestive. The first is the reference to the lapis as 
containing the four elements, from the Liber Morieni as edited by Manget. The second 
is from a Quaestio curiosa de natura solis et lunae (sol and luna being here gold and 
silver) formerly attributed to the thirteenth-century philosopher and astrologer Michael 
Scot but apparently postdating his death and only known from a text printed in Zetzner’s 
collection: ista ... operado , it states, sc. convertere corpus in spiritum, a multis lapis 
sapientium philosophorum appellatur (the form lapis sapientium does not seem to be 
recorded elsewhere, and may be calqued on a form such as German Stein der Weisen; if 
so, then the Quaestio may be post-medieval).34 Then come two quotations from Roger 
Bacon, one referring to the stone simply as lapis and the other, echoing the Secretum 
secretorum , as lapis ... qui non est lapis; a quotation from the Secretum and two from 
a post-medieval source are provided to illustrate the latter. Then the early fourteenth- 
century British alchemist John Dastin is cited for the form lapis noster, as is the fifteenth- 
century English alchemist George Ripley. The mid-fourteenth-century French alchemist 
Jean de Roquetaillade or Rupescissa (in DMLBS because at one time supposed, on the 
basis of a mistranslation, to have been an Englishman called Cutcliffe) refers in words 
reminiscent of those of the Clavis maioris sapientiae to lapidem magnum quern omnes 
philosophi quesierunt.35 Here, then, are four uses of lapis, two of lapis noster, and only 
one, from a pseudepigraphic text of uncertain date, of la p is ... philosophorum.
There are none of lapis philosophicus or lapis philosophalis (Murray’s form lapis 
philosophicalis appears to be a ghost, presumably arising from the wrong disambigua­
tion of a reference in rough papers to forms given as "lapis philosophicus, -alis”). Lapis 
philosophalis has always been rare, although it is possible to gather a few examples: 
there is, for instance, a fifteenth-century manuscript of a Liber de summis pontificibus 
super lapide philosophali and another in which an abbreviation can be expanded to 
make one of the headings read de lapide philosophali, and the mid-sixteenth-century
34 Thorndike and Kibre, Catalogue ofincipits, col. 1618 (inc. “Ut finis per omnia suo corre- 
spondeat principio”) refers only to Zetzner, Theatrum 5: 713-22, as does L. Thorndike, Michael 
Scot (London: Nelson, 1965), 115. For the judgement that the Quaestio postdates Scot’s death, see 
Thorndike, History o f magic and experimental science 2: 334; Stein der weysen is attested in Hier­
onymus Reusner, ed., Pandora: das ist, die edleste Gab Gottes, oder der werde unnd heilsamme 
Stein der Weisen (Basel : [bey Samuel Apiario], 1582), antedating the reference in the Deutsches 
Wörterbuch (Leipzig : S. Hirzel, 1854-1971) s.v. stein sense II, A, 9a, and may be earlier still: the 
passage “Ist ein Stein der Weisen / darmit sie die imperfect metalla verbessern / auch alle Kranck- 
heiten vertrieben haben” is ascribed to Paracelsus in Martin Ruland, Lexicon alchemiae sive diction- 
arium alchemisticum, cum obscuriorum verborum, et rerum Hermeticarum, turn Theophrast-Para- 
celsicarum phrasium, planam explicationem continens (1611-1612; new ed., Frankfurt: prostat apud 
Johannem Andream, & Wolfgang! Endreri junioris haeredes, 1661), 292, and if this is authentic, then 
the phrase can be dated ante 1541.
35 For him and his supposed English identity, see Henry Summerson, “Roquetaillade, Jean de 
(d. 1362)”, in Oxford DNB.
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Milanese physician Ettore Ausonio wrote a Quaestio de lapide philosophali.36 Indeed, 
the rarity of this form makes the existence of several vernacular reflexes remarkable: 
Catalan pedra philosofal is attested in a late fifteenth-century manuscript (the Spanish 
and Portuguese cognates appear to be later); French pierre philosophale has also been 
dated to the fifteenth century, and has replaced pierre des philosophes, also attested in 
the fifteenth century; Italian pietra filosofale is used in 1585 by Giordano Bruno.37 The 
form lapis philosophicus, on the other hand, was not uncommon: as we have seen, it 
(as opposed to lapis philosophorum) is the reading of the majority o f early manuscripts 
of the Summa perfections, and it occurs in a number of later texts. For instance, the 
sixteenth-century English philosopher John Case chose Lapis philosophicus rather than 
Lapis philosophorum as the title of his commentary on the Physics of Aristotle, and a 
few years later, lapis philosophicus was the form used in Jonson’s Alchem ist.38 It too 
has had vernacular reflexes, such as French pierre philosophique, attested in the sixteenth 
century but superseded by pierre philosophale, German philosophischer Stein, attested at 
the beginning of the seventeenth century, and English philosophic stone, attested before 
its end.39 The various Latin forms might be regarded as interchangeable: the phrase ignis 
philosophorum  in a fifteenth-century manuscript of the Liber Morieni is annotated with a 
note beginning ignis philosophicus talis est q u i ..., and an edition of Henricus Cornelius 
Agrippa of circa 1600 has headings for lapis philosophicus in its index keyed to passages
36 Thorndike and Kibre, Catalogue o f incipits, col. 481 (inc. “Ecce prehonoratio”), citing 
Paris, BN MS lat. 11202; William Jerome Wilson, “Catalogue of Latin and vernacular alchemical 
manuscripts in the United States and Canada,” Osiris 6 (1939), 1-836 at 487, citing Bethlehem, 
PA, Lehigh University, MS SC R 091 T798 fo. 79r (current shelfmark and further references in 
M. Pereira, “Alchemy and the use of vernacular languages in the late Middle Ages,” Speculum 74.2 
(1999), 336-356 at 351-2); for Ettore’s floruit, see Pereira, The alchemical corpus attributed to 
Raymond Lull, 48 and for the title of his text, see ibid. 94.
37 For pedra philosofal, see Wilson, “Catalogue”, 499, citing Bethlehem, PA, Lehigh Univer­
sity, MS SC R 091 T798 fo. 129v; for the date of pierre philosophale, see Dictionnaire historique 
de la langue française (Paris: Dictionnaires Robert, 1992); for that of pierre des philosophes (and 
a later first attestation of pierre philosophale), see Trésor de la langue française (Paris : Éditions 
du Centre national de la recherche scientifiques, 1971-1994), citing a Middle French version of the 
Amaldian Testamentum (15th cent.) and Montaigne (1580) respectively; for pietra filosofale see 
Giordano Bruno, Cabala del cavallo Pegaseo ed. Giovanni Aquilecchia et al., Oeuvres complètes 
de Giordano Bruno, VI (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1994), 117, antedating the citation from Daniello 
Bartoli (d. 1685) in Grande dizionario della lingua italiana ([Turin]: Unione tipografico-editrice 
torinese, 1961-2002).
38 John Case, Lapis philosophicus seu commentarius in 8° lib[ro] phys[icorum] Aristot[elis] in 
quo arcanaphysiologiae examinantur (Oxford: excudebat Ioseph[us] Bamesi[us], [1599]); Benjamin 
Jonson, The alchemist II. v. 58.
39 Pierre philosophique is cited from Ambroise Paré (d. 1590), in Edmond Huguet, Diction­
naire de la langue française du seizième siècle (Paris: E. Champion and M. Didier, 1928-1967); 
philosophischer Stein is in Paracelsus, Chirurgische Bücher vnd Schriften, ed. Johannes Huser 
(Strasburg: in Verlegung Lazari Zetzners, 1605), appendix, 89; philosophic stone is cited from 
Dry den (1687) by OED, and was used in the same year in Aphra Behn, To the most illustrious Prince 
Christopher, Duke o f Albemarle, on his voyage to his government o f Jamaica : a pindarick (London: 
for John Newton, 1687) 6.
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in which lapide ilio and philosophorum lapidis occur.40 Agrippa’s usage demonstrates 
that lapis by itself, or at least lapis plus demonstrative, survived into post-medieval use, 
and the wide currency of the Secretum secretorum ensured that the phrase lapis qui non 
est lapis circulated well into the fifteenth century in texts such as the pseudo-Lullian 
Potestas divitiarum , and still called for registration in William Johnson’s Paracelsian 
Lexicon chymicum of 1652.41 Lapis qui non est lapis was not, though, the preferred form 
of Paracelsus himself, who used lapis philosophorum repeatedly as the name of a medic­
inal elixir in texts in German and Latin, though lapis philosophicus occurs at least once, 
perhaps authentically, in his collected works, and is the preferred form in the Paracelsian 
lexicon of Martin Ruland.42
To move from anecdotal instances to some rough frequency tests, the index of Thorn­
dike and Kibre’s revised incipitarium of medieval scientific writings leads to four texts 
in which lapis philosophicus or an inflected form occurs in the incipit, ten in which lapis 
noster or an inflected form occurs (often qualified with benedictus), and twelve in which 
lapis philosophorum  or an inflected form occurs.43 W. J. Wilson’s detailed and machine- 
searchable catalogue of the alchemical manuscripts which had reached North America 
by the 1930s registers nine manuscripts in which lapis philosophicus and its inflected 
forms occur (21 occurrences in all), nine in which lapis noster or an inflected or reversed 
form occurs (18 occurrences in all), and fourteen in which lapis philosophorum  and its 
inflected forms occur (70 occurrences in all, but the figure is distorted by the use of this 
lexical item 45 times in one particularly large collection).44 A sketchier online cata­
logue of the Mellon collection of alchemical manuscripts records three instances of lapis 
philosophorum  and two of lapis philosophicus in manuscripts of the period before 1700, 
but four of lapis philosophorum  and none of lapis philosophicus in eighteenth-century 
manuscripts.45 What these counts, limited as they are, suggest is that it was only after the 
early modem period that lapis philosophorum became the strongly dominant form. It had
40 Stavenhagen, ed., Testament o f alchemy, 40 n 53, quoting Vienna, Nationalbibliothek MS 
5477; Henricus Cornelius Agrippa, Operum pars posterior (Lyons [but really printed in Germany?]: 
per Beringos fratres, [c l600]) index entry at sig. HHHlv, citing text at 874 and 265 respectively.
41 For the Potestas divitiarum, inc. “Dixit philosophas: accipe lapidem nostrum benedictum qui 
non est lapis,” see Pereira, Alchemical corpus 81; William Johnson, Lexicon chymicum cum obscu- 
riorum verborum, et rerum hermeticarum, turn phrasium Paracelsicarum (London: excudebat G.D. 
impensis Guilielmi Nealand, 1652), 119.
42 See e.g. (all refs are to Paracelsus, Bücher und Schriften ed. Johannes Huber, 10 vols. [Basel: 
getruckt durch Conrad Waldkirch, 1589-91]): Archidoxis 6: 33 (twice), 44, 45 (twice), 48 (3 times), 
49, 50 (3 times), etc.; De vita longa 6: 172, 205; De generatione rerum naturalium 6: 264, 265, 309; 
De gradibus et compositionibus 7: 20 (lapis philosophicus), 26. Cf. Ruland, Lexicon, 292, 294.
43 Thorndike and Kibre, Catalogue o f incipits, searched ad indicem and by casual inspection, 
so counts may be incomplete. Five occurrences of lapis philosophicus: cols. 808, 809, 810 (2 occur­
rences), 1016. Eleven of lapis noster: cols. 499, 546, 808, 810 (six occurrences), 851 (two occur­
rences). Twelve of lapis philosophorum: cols. 369, 508, 810, 811 (six occurrences), 882, 1391, 
1654.
44 Wilson, “Catalogue,” searched on JSTOR , <www.jstor.org>.
45 Adam McLean, “Database of alchemical manuscripts -  Mellon Collection,” The alchemy 
website <http://www.levity.com/alchemy/almssl7.html>, accessed September 1, 2005, citing New 
Haven, Yale University, Beinecke Library, MSS Mellon 5 (c!400: philosophorum)’, 42 (1572: philo­
sophorum); 47 (c!610: philosophicus); 62 (1651-5: philosophorum)’, 70 (1692 (philosophicus); 101, 
102, 109, 122 (all cl750-cl760, all philosophorum).
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already been somewhat more common than the alternatives in the fifteenth century, its use 
by Paracelsus must have made it familiar from the sixteenth century onward to readers 
of German in particular, and as the use of Latin declined in the seventeenth century, 
there was no doubt a tendency for the higher-frequency member of pairs of synonymous 
phrases such as lapis philosophorum and lapis philosophicus to be preserved preferen­
tially.
This brings the story of the Latin forms which underlie Middle English philosophres 
ston close to its upper chronological limit. The question of their own origins was touched 
on above, and is worth returning to. The Liber Morieni, the Secretum sec reto rum, the 
Turba philosophorum, and the De aluminibus et salis are, as we saw, all translations from 
Arabic sources. In a familiar pattern of transmission, these Arabic sources draw on Greek 
originals, though they do not translate them in extenso. The forms of words used in the 
Arabic sources are in fact relatively unimportant in a story about origins as opposed to 
channels of transmission, since the names of the philosophers’ stone in the Latin texts 
demonstrably echo the Greek forms which underlie the Arabic ones. So, for instance, 
the phrase res ... quae ubique invenitur, quae lapis est et non lapis, vilis et pretiosa in 
the Turba can be traced back to one of the authentic writings of the Graeco-Egyptian 
alchemist Zosimos of Panopolis. He apparently wrote in the third or fourth century 
a d , but his works are of course only extant in later manuscripts, notably Venice, Biblio- 
theca Marciana, MS 299, a very important Byzantine alchemical compilation of the late 
tenth or the eleventh century. The text in question refers to the enigmatic writings of 
earlier alchemists, who call a certain vitally important substance (for which Zosimos 
gives a recipe) Xiöov tòv où Xlöov, tòv  ayvcoaiov K aì Tram yvcoaióv, tòv diipov  K ai 
TUoXÚTipov, “the stone [which is] not a stone, unknown and known to all, without honour 
and much-honoured.” 46 The fact that Zosimos identifies these as the words of earlier 
writers suggests that the phrase X10oç ó où XlGoç may go back as far as the Hellenistic 
period. The commentary on a lost work of Zosimos by a sixth- or seventh-century Byzan­
tine writer known as the Anonymous Philosopher, also extant in Marc. 299, attributes an 
almost identical form of words to an ancient alchemical writer called Demokritos, and 
shadowy as this figure is, the attribution again suggests that XlGoç ó où XlGoç may ante­
date Zosimos.47 (The only Greek alchemical works for which the extant manuscripts are 
pre-Byzantine, namely those preserved in papyri, which were written in the first centuries 
a d , describe artisanal processes for the enrichment of alloys and the like, and do not refer
46 Zosimos, “On asbestos”, in Mertens, ed., Les alchimistes grecs, 4.1: Zosime 48-9 at 49 
(lines 16-18); for the date of Marc. 299, see ed. cit. xxii. A similar passage in the De magna et sacra 
arte attributed to Stephanos of Alexandria (in J. L. Ideler, ed., Physici et medici graeci minores 
[Berlin: G. Reimer, 1841-2], 2:199-253 at 217) draws on Zosimos or a related text in its reference to 
X10OV tòv Ttaai yvcoaiòv Kai ayvcocrcov, tòv áxipov Kaì TtoXúupov, but does not have the phrase 
XlGoç ö où Xi0oç.
47 Marcellin Berthelot and Charles-Émile Ruelle, Collection des anciens alchimistes grecs, 
3 vols [published in parts, and with confusing page numbering: here 2 refers to the consecutively 
paginated text and 3 to the consecutively paginated translation] (Paris: Georges Steinheil, 1887-8), 
2: 118-38 at 122; for the authorship of this passage, see Mertens, ed., Les alchimistes grecs 4.1: 
Zosime 264, and for the date of the Anonymous Philosopher, see R. Halleux, “Alchemy”, in Simon 
Hornblower and Antony Spawforth, eds., Oxford Classical Dictionary ed. 3 (Oxford and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 52-3 at 53 col. 1 (revising Halleux’s earlier opinion, in Les 
textes alchimiques, 62, that he was of the 7th or 8th century).
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to anything like the philosophers’ stone under any name.48) The form Xi0oç ó où Xi0oç 
was used in other Byzantine texts; for instance, it is registered in an alchemical glossary 
and in a collection of ancient names for the philosophers’ stone, both of which are in 
Marc. 299 .49
Although, as we have seen, Greek qnXôcnxpoç could mean “alchemist” and M 0oç 
could mean “philosophers’ stone,” the two do not appear to come together in any Hellen­
istic or early Byzantine alchemical work in a phrase on which lapis philosophorum might 
have been modelled.50 A text attributed to Nicephorus Blemmydes (died c.1269) uses 
M 0oç ó où M 0oç, and then does follow it with such a phrase: ov Xeyoucn M0ov t c o v  
GocpcDV, “which people call the stone of the wise.” 51 This text is transmitted only in 
very late manuscripts: even if it is authentically the work of Blemmydes, can the form of 
words here be an interpolation, influenced by Latin usage? Some late Byzantine alchem­
ical texts certainly show this influence.52 It is particularly evident in the titles assigned 
to Byzantine texts in very late manuscripts. So, for instance, the manuscript Paris, Biblio­
thèque Nationale, MS graecus 2327 refers to the art xoù Xí0ou xfjç (piXoaocpiaç, “of the 
stone of philosophy,” in the heading of a text ascribed to the ancient alchemist Komarios, 
uses a similar form in the heading of a collection of fragments by Zosimos and others, 
and excerpts some verses attributed to the philosopher Stephanos of Alexandria (died 
c. 620 a d )  as A iv iy p a  t o u  (piXoaoqmcou Xi0ou, “Riddle of the philosophic stone.” 53 
But the occurrence of these forms in this particular manuscript, copied in Crete by a 
Corfiot scribe in 1478, is evidence not for their currency in a long Greek tradition but 
for the presence in the Greek of the Venetian empire of caiques on Latin phrases such 
as lapis philosophicus. 54 The same can be said for the occurrence of some of the same 
forms in an even later, and closely related, manuscript, Florence, Biblioteca Laurenziana, 
MS graecus 86,16, which was copied in 1492.55 A remarkable translation into classical
48 R. Halleux, ed., Les alchimistes grecs 1: papyrus de Leyde, papyrus de Stockholm, frag­
ments de recettes (Paris: Société d’édition “Les Belles Lettres”, 1981); analysis of vocabulary in 
Halleux, Indices chemicorum graecorum 1: papyrus Leidensis, papyrus Holmiensis, Lessico intel­
lettuale Europeo xxxi (Rome: Edizioni dell’Ateneo, 1983) and general discussion in W. R. Newman, 
Promethean ambitions: alchemy and the quest to perfect nature (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2004), 27-28.
49 Berthelot and Ruelle, eds., Collection des anciens alchimistes grecs, 2: 5-17 at 10 and 
18-20 at 18.
50 Misleading here is the claim in B e r th e lo t  and R u e lle , eds., Collection des anciens 
alchimistes grecs, 3: 194 n 1 that the title He p i tou  XiOou ifjç (piXoaocpiaç is evidently late,
“la dénomination expresse de pierre philosophale n’existant pas dans les auteurs antérieurs au
VIIe siècle.” This might be taken to imply that such a phrase does occur by the seventh century, 
but not before, but its sense is, I think, purely negative: Berthelot and Ruelle knew for sure that 
the phrase did not occur in the early authors, but were not prepared to commit themselves as to the 
period after the seventh century.
51 Berthelot and Ruelle, eds., Collection des anciens alchimistes grec, 2: 452-9 at 452; 
Halleux, Indices chemicorum graecorum 1, ix identifies the manuscripts as Paris, Bibliothèque 
Nationale, MSS graecus 2509 (15th cent.), graecus 2329, and suppl. graec. 220 (both 17th cent.).
52 Halleux, Textes alchimiques, 62, 113.
53 Berthelot and Ruelle, eds., Collection des anciens alchimistes grecs, 2: 289, 198, and 
267.
54 For details, see Mertens, ed., Les alchimistes grecs 4.1: Zosime xxxi-xxxviii.
55 For details, see Mertens, ed., Les alchimistes grecs 4.1: Zosime xxxviii-xliii.
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Greek published in 2004, Andrew Wilson’s version of Harry Potter and the philosopher's 
stone, is called "Apetoç florrip K ai f | t o o  (piXoaócpou XiOoç, “Hareios Poter and the 
stone of the philosopher,” but here, just as in the Latin version Harrius Potter et philo- 
sophi lapis, the current English phrase is being calqued.56
In conclusion, the evidence that the Latin phrases lapis philosophicus and lapis 
philosophorum were calqued on a Greek original or originals is scanty; no such phrase 
appears to be attested where one would expect to find it. Only two volumes have been 
published of the twelve-volume edition of the Greek alchemical corpus, the first in 1981 
and the second in 1995: when that edition is complete, the picture may look different.57 
But what the presently available evidence suggests is that lapis philosophicus and lapis 
philosophorum appear to originate in Latin. The element lapis ultimately translates Greek 
Xi0oç, “stone,” known in this sense to Latin authors through an Arabic intermediate form 
or forms, and originating in alchemical writings of the fourth century a d  or earlier. The 
element philosophorum ultimately translates Greek tcov (piXoaocpcov, “of the alchemists.” 
It appears in texts of the twelfth or early thirteenth century with the sense “alchemical,” 
and although it is first attested as collocating with lexical items such as acetum , fom ax , 
and ovum, its collocation with lapis, first securely attested in the late thirteenth or early 
fourteenth centuries, was to produce a stable and widely disseminated compound lexical 
item, lapis philosophorum. Between the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries, this gradu­
ally supplanted the equivalent and contemporaneous lapis philosophicus and similar 
forms, and shaped the form which is now standard in English.
John C o n s i d i n e
56 J. K. Ro w ling , "Apsioç floTfjp Kai f] tou <|)iXoaó(pou MOoç, tr. Andrew W ilso n  (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2004); eadem, Harrius Potter et philosophi lapis, tr. Peter N eedh am  (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2003).
57 An overview of the planned edition is H. D. S affrey , “Présentation,” in H a l l e u x , ed., Les 
alchimistes grecs 1, vii-xv.
